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Chiaroscuro Woodcuts: Hendrick Goltzius and His Time 
February 10 - April 11, 1993 

The Cleveland Museum of Art is the only U.S. venue for the exhibition Chiaro- 
scuro Woodcuts: Hendrick Goltzius and His Time, organized by the Rijksmuseum in 
Amsterdam. Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617), famous in his own time as an engraver and 
leading Mannerist painter, was an important exponent of the art of chiaroscuro (literally, 
"light-dark") woodcuts-a seminal stage in the history of color printmaking. This 
exhibition of about one hundred prints from European and American collections includes 
works by Goltzius’ forerunners and contemporaries in the medium and aU of his known 
woodcuts-thirty-two religious and mythological scenes, landscapes, and portraits. The 
liveliness and variety of the subjects and the comprehensiveness and high quality of the 
gathered works will make this show as satisfying for the newcomer to prints as it is 
compelling for the connoisseur. It will be on view February 10 through April 11, 1993. 

Hendrick Goltzius and other 16th-century printmakers tried to duplicate with 
woodblocks the effect of chiaroscuro drawings, which used shadows and highlights to 
create dramatic three-dimensionality. For example, the exhibition includes The Cleve- 
land Museum of Art’s Arm of Eve (1507), in which the German master Albrecht Diirer 
drew on paper of a medium tone-in this case, blue-with brush and dark ink for outlines 
and shadows, adding white for highlights. Printmakers made chiaroscuro woodcuts by 
printing two or more woodblocks in different colors or shades of a single color; the 
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paper that was not inked by any of the blocks showed through as highlights. Some chiaroscuro 
prints have a "line" block defining the main elements of the design, and one or more "tone" 
blocks for large areas of color. Another technique is to use several tone blocks, each of which 
carries part of the image; in these cases the designs are complete only when all of the blocks 
have been successively printed. 

Chiaroscuro woodcuts were first made in Germany. A beautiful early example is The 
Fall of Man (1511) by Hans Baldung Grien; although the embracing couple exudes sensuality, a 
sense of foreboding is created by the densely drawn lines and crosshatches of the line block and 
the dark brown of the tone block. Goltzius’ Italian forerunners will be represented by Ugo da 
Carpi’s Diogenes, in which four tone blocks, printed in shades of brown or green, made up the 
picture. Frans Floris, Goltzius’ most important Netherlandish predecessor, used the same 
technique for the huge (448 x 2711 mm) Bull & Bear Hunts (1555); it is the first chiaroscuro 
woodcut conceived anywhere on such a scale, and was intended as a frieze-like substitute for a 
tapestry or wall relief. 

Hendrick Goltzius began studying engraving about 1575, publishing prints himself from 
about 1582. His earliest woodcut, the Repentant Magdalen (ca. 1585-88), was not originally a 
chiaroscuro work, but rather a line block print on blue paper, for which tone blocks were later 
made. The first works Goltzius conceived from the outset as chiaroscuro woodcuts were 
Hercules & Cacus, depicting the hero’s rescue of cattle from a fire-breathing villain’s cave (1588), 
and the Deities, seven oval portraits of gods and goddesses in their habitats (ca. 1588-90). The 
earliest impressions of the Deities were printed in muted shades of gray, like Cleveland’s Nox, 
the goddess of night, portrayed in her chariot pulled by bats. Later impressions are in brighter 
colors with more contrast, such as yellow and green. Goltzius’ Hercules and some of the male 
deities convey the artist’s preoccupation with anatomy in exaggerated musculature and elaborate 
poses. The strong influence of Mannerism, an international style characterized by attenuated 
proportions and refined poses, is unmistakable in Proserpine, the goddess of fertility. 



Goltzius chose to return to simple line woodcuts for illustrations of Virgil’s pastoral and 
didactic poems, The Eclogues & Georgies (1597), and his Four Small Landscapes (ca. 1597-1600). 
Early impressions of the Landscapes, however, were always printed on blue paper and often 
heightened by hand with white. They are early finished works in which landscape is the subject, 
and not just a backdrop for a religious, historical, or literary scene. Tone blocks were added to 
them in about 1600, either by Goltzius or under the direction of Amsterdam publisher Willem 
Jansz. Blaeu; tone blocks were made for the artist’s earliest woodcuts as well, like the Repentant 
Magdalen, at about the same time. 

This exhibition is particularly notable because of the number of works it brings together 
in two or more color combinations and in very rare early impressions. For Hercules & Cacus, 
there are examples of six different color combinations as well as impressions from the tone 
block and the line block alone. Scrutiny of each impression yields not only the evolving taste of 
the period but also the printing chronology of the blocks, which gradually cracked and chipped 
from the pressure of repeated trips through the press. Examples of woodblocks-specifically two 
line blocks and two tone blocks used in the 17th-century reprinting of Hubert Goltzius’ (no 
relation) book on portrait medals-help viewers visualize the printing process. 

Chiaroscuro Woodcuts, considered to be one of the most important print exhibitions 
offered anywhere during 1993, opened in Amsterdam last November; Cleveland is its only other 
venue. The Print Club of Cleveland is sponsoring a free public lecture by Nancy Bialler, author 
of the exhibition catalogue, on opening night, Wednesday, February 10, at 7:30 pm, followed by 
a reception. Gallery talks will be given in the exhibition on Wednesday, February 10, and 
Sunday, February 14, at 1:30 pm; and on Thursday, February 11, at 2:30 pm. The catalogue is 
available in the Museum Store for $75 softcover ($63.75 for Museum members). 
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For more information, photographs, or color slides, please contact Denise Horstman, Public Information Office, The 
Cleveland Museum of Art, 11150 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio, 44106; 216/421-7340. 



